Is the cost the primary barrier for cataract surgery in Paraguay?
To determine if the cost was the main barrier to undergo cataract surgery in Paraguay. We conducted a cohort study with patients screened in the 2011 Rapid Assessment of Avoidable Blindness (RAAB) who had reported that the cost was the main barrier to undergo cataract surgery in Paraguay. All patients with operable cataract from the RAAB study and with registered telephone numbers were interviewed by telephone and were offered free surgery services. The patients who did not come for surgery were re-interviewed by telephone to analyze the reasons for not undergoing the operation. Out of 122 patients identified in the RAAB study with barriers for cataract surgery, 69 (56.6%) reported that the surgical fee was the main barrier; 52 (75.4%) of them had their telephone numbers registered. Thirty-six (69.2%) patients did not reside in the metropolitan area of Asunción. Six patients (12%), all from Asunción, agreed to undergo free surgery. Forty-six patients did not agree the free surgery mainly due to the costs associated with their transportation (n=31, 67%) and the travel costs of their companion (n=6, 13%). Surgery fee alone was not the major contributing factor for not undergoing cataract surgery. Place of residence and other indirect out-of-pocket expenses, such as transportation and companion-related costs appear to be more relevant. While further investigation is needed to assess if reducing the cost of transport will improve the uptake, the findings in this study suggest that a surgical package with all costs should be offered to patients of cataract surgical programs to increase cataract surgical coverage in Paraguay.